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US President Donald Trump is often criticized as a
bull in a china shop when it comes to foreign poli-
cy, but the US deal with the Taleban will let him

declare victory on a key election promise. “The credit
goes to the president,” a senior administration official
told reporters this month, ahead of the announcement
Friday of a partial truce and plans for subsequent inter-
Afghan peace talks and a US troop withdrawal. There is
strong support in the United States for an exit from
Afghanistan after nearly two bloody decades that left the
Taliban nowhere near defeat and US forces exposed to
seemingly pointless casualties.

Critics say that an end to the war launched in 2001
would come despite, rather than because of, Trump’s often
erratic policy making. But supporters and the president
himself will make a strong case ahead of the November
election that he has delivered on his core promise of end-
ing an unpopular foreign entanglement. “Even if not gen-
uine, the president will call this a victory and withdraw
some US troops to show he is a winner and his base will
clap,” said Robert Guttman, a government professor at
Johns Hopkins University.

Disruptor-in-chief 
Just as he has done at home, the Republican leader

has sought to disrupt or simply tear up the status quo on
the international scene. He has heaped scorn on
America’s deepest alliances with the Europeans and
NATO. He has praised US rivals and foes in Russia and
China. And with all the boldness and razzmatazz of his
New York real estate days, he has sought to pull off
diplomatic deals that his predecessors found impossible -
with decidedly mixed success.

Trump apparently thought his personal touch could
unlock the nuclear standoff with North Korea, but three
meetings with dictator Kim Jong Un barely moved the
needle. He thought a campaign of “maximum pressure”
could make Iran desperate to negotiate, crippling the
economy with sanctions, withdrawing from a huge interna-
tional deal on managing Tehran’s nuclear ambitions, and
even ordering the killing of the country’s most influential
military leader. But there too, the standoff continues.

A promise to end America’s “stupid, endless wars” has
also seen turmoil. A small deployment in Syria was ordered
out, only to be left in, while rocking the fragile balance of
power in a way that hugely benefited the Syrian govern-
ment and its chief backer Russia. In Iran, Trump has pub-
licly wavered, at one point saying he sent bomber planes
only to call them back at the last moment. But in
Afghanistan, he may have found his mark.

Devil in details 
The announcement of a deal by Secretary of State Mike

Pompeo and the Taleban is a milestone. A one-week truce
is to be followed by a signing on February 29 in Doha to
set the conditions for a broader peace process and US
pullout. The potential for things to go wrong remains - in
part due to Trump’s unpredictable nature. It was just last
September that Trump astonished many in Washington
and around the world by tweeting that he’d invited the
Taliban to the US presidential retreat at Camp David, but
then canceled the extraordinary meeting.

News of the failed Camp David gambit outraged many
in Washington, who saw Trump trying to set up a PR coup,
using America’s deadly enemies as props. Officials say
Trump’s abrupt decision to temporarily kill the negotia-
tions was in fact what persuaded the Taleban that they’d
need to work harder to persuade the US side of their seri-
ousness. “It was President Trump’s tweet and the subse-
quent standard he took,” the administration official said.
“That’s my explanation for why we’ve done what we’ve
done.” Guttman said: “With Trump, nothing is also never
certain and also not ever 100 percent true.” But he has a
good story to tell on the re-election trail. “Trump will call it
great win and a foreign policy great deal no one else could
have done except for himself,” Guttman said. — AFP 

In Afghan exit, Trump looks to declare victory 

Washington Watch 

Cancer drug shortages 
leave Mexican kids 
fighting for life 

Five-year-old Dhana Rivas is fighting for her life on
two fronts, fending off the acute lymphoblastic
leukemia eating away at her frail body while her

family simultaneously battles the shortage of cancer drugs
plaguing Mexico. Recurrent drug shortages during much
of her short existence means the frequency of life-saving
chemotherapy has slowed. The shortages are partly a
consequence of government policy and President Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador’s efforts to revamp the healthcare
system by tackling waste and corruption.

In August, authorities shut down seven Mexican facto-
ries producing methotrexate - a major element of the
anti-cancer cocktail. Breaks occurred in Dhana’s
chemotherapy in September and October of 2018, and
again the following February, for lack of medicines. This
was the case at the government clinic in her native
Chiapas, in the south of the country. But following a trans-
fer to Mexico City’s Federico Gomez Children’s Hospital
designed to increase her chances of survival, nothing has
changed. “The new government promised that there
would be no more interruption of treatment,” Dhana’s
father Israel Rivas told AFP. “That’s not the case”.

And the situation is worsening. “There was not a sin-
gle chemotherapy possible in January,” Rivas says, his
voice faltering. Dhana isn’t alone. The parents of other
young cancer patients have made contact with Rivas via

social media. Together they raised the alarm over the lack
of methotrexate, vincristine and other cancer medicines
in hospitals around the country. “In Federico Gomez,
there are 530 children affected, but in Mexico as a whole
there are many more,” said Rivas.

He says he has received messages from parents living
across the country, in Tijuana, Oaxaca in the south,
Puebla in the center, Merida in the east, Guadalajara in
the west, and Acupulco and Minatitlan in the south.
According to the Health Ministry, some 7,000 minors fall
ill with cancer every year. Catching and treating the can-
cer early gives them a 57 percent chance of survival,
doctors say, but only if the right medicines are available.
The medical team looking after Dhana believe they can
maintain her treatment for just another month.

Cancer doesn’t wait  
For Crisanto Flores, father of three-year-old cancer

patient Cristal, the lack of medicines is inconceivable. Of
modest means, he was forced to move to Mexico City so
that his daughter could receive treatment. And in January,
the family went through one of the most critical moments
of his daughter’s illness when the main treatment needed
for Cristal’s therapy was unavailable. Flores knows that
time is not in his daughter’s favor, and his only recourse is
to team up with other parents to try to put pressure on
the government.

“If the vincristine isn’t available, the illness will gain
ground,” he said. His little girl has already lost the sight of
one eye. Another anxious parent, Esperanza Soto, is des-
perately hoping that the shortages don’t affect her four-
year-old boy, Hermes Soto, who is just two months away
from beating cancer.  “We only have three cycles of
chemotherapy to go,” she says. Emmanuel Garcia in
Baja-California and Alejandro Barbosa in the western

state of Jalisco live nearly 2,000 km apart.
Both are battling to obtain the same medicines. “In

Jalisco, there are three public hospitals affected by the
shortage of medicines. We buy them from distributors
certified by the government who bring them from abroad,
which is very costly,” said Barbosa. The price of vin-
cristine has soared because of the shortages. In less than
a year, it has risen by more than $23 to $118. Garcia has
also signed up to the parents’ pressure group since
December. He says there are 81 sick children who, like
others in Mexico, have suffered several interruptions to
their chemotherapy treatment, despite a short respite
when the hospital in Tijuana received a delivery. “And
what about the others in southern Mexico?” he asked.

Shortage without end 
In a desperate bid to make themselves heard, the par-

ents staged a demonstration and briefly blocked access
to Mexico City’s international airport. The day after,
Lopez Obrador was forced to address the subject, but
without proposing a solution. “We will never run out of
medicines,” he promised, without further details. Some
demonstrations bringing together a few families have
taken place in recent days, but with little response.

In Merida, the capital of the southeastern state of
Yucatan, Flor Gonzalez, whose child Remi suffers from
cancer, spends her days waiting. “Doctors are applying
incomplete treatments,” she said, relating the case of a
child who had relapsed due to the use of a replacement
drug. In Mexico, more than 26.4 million children have no
access to any type of social security. A “popular insur-
ance” scheme in place since 2003, but cancelled in 2020,
was one of the few programs allowing children to seek
treatment. For Dhana and the other cancer-stricken chil-
dren, the countdown has started. — AFP

How Israel/Palestine 
played out in US 
politics this week
Dr James J Zogby 

Earlier this week, a comment by Senator Bernie
Sanders about Israeli policy and Palestinian rights
and the resulting condemnation of his remarks by

a pro-Israel group of Jewish Republicans opened a
window into this issue’s state of play in both American
and Israeli politics.

Appearing on a televised CNN Town Hall, Sanders
was asked by an audience member to comment on “How
do US-Israel relations look in your administration?”
Sanders, making his strongest remarks to date, said, “To
be for the Israeli people and to be for peace in the Middle
East does not mean that we have to support rightwing,
racist governments that currently exist in Israel.” He went
on to speak about Palestinian suffering, noting the severe
restrictions placed on civilians in Gaza and Gaza’s 70 per-
cent youth unemployment. He concluded that US policy
“cannot be ... just pro-Israel and ... ignore the needs of the
Palestinian people.” The CNN audience vigorously
applauded Sanders’ strong comments.  

The Republican Jewish Coalition (RJC is a group
funded by Sheldon Adelson - the billionaire who is
closely linked to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and President Donald Trump) immediately
denounced Sanders issuing a statement calling it outra-
geous that “a mainstream US political party candidate
for president would call the Israeli government racist”.
The RJC statement went further, saying;

“Sanders says he supports the Israeli people, just not
their democratic government. As it happens, the policies
that Sanders calls racist are supported by all the major
contenders to be the next Israeli prime minister and by
the vast majority of Israeli voters, because they defend
the basic national security needs of the Jewish state.”

What I found intriguing about this exchange was the
fact that the RJC’s effort to rebuke Sanders ended up
shining a light on the nature of what has become Israel’s
dominant political culture. Instead of contesting the
charge that the  policies of the Israeli government are
racist, the RJC justified them by saying that these poli-
cies are supported by the vast majority of the Israeli
people and all of the major candidates to become
Israel’s Prime Minister.

As if to establish the validity of Sanders’ criticism, in
recent weeks Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu continued Israel’s suffocating choke-hold on
the people of Gaza, denied West Bank Palestinians the
right to export produce to the outside world,
announced over 4,000 Jewish housing units that, when
built, will close Jerusalem off from the rest of the West
Bank, imposed new restrictions of Palestinian residents
in Jerusalem, and declared his intention to annex “the
Jordan Valley, the northern Dead Sea and all the...Jewish
communities large and small, in Judea and Samaria.” 

And to put icing on the cake, Netanyahu continued
to Arab-bait his political opponents in the Blue and
White bloc by telling Israeli voters that “a vote for
Benny Gantz (of Blue and White) is a vote for the
Arabs”. Instead of distancing himself from Netanyahu’s
commitments to annex Palestinian lands and expand
settlements, Gantz’s response has been to embrace
these very same positions. He went further by taking a
harder line on Gaza, and then made it clear that Arabs
“won’t be a part of my government”. 

So, the RJC is right. While there may be some differ-
ences between Netanyahu, Gantz, and other Israeli
leaders in contention for the premiership, in their racist
disregard for Palestinian rights, they largely agree. And
because the “vast majority of Israeli voters” keep sup-
porting these parties and, according to polls, support
their policies that demonstrate contempt for Palestinian
rights, it appears that the other RJC indictment of
Israel’s political culture is also on target.   What this
exchange also brought home is the extent to which a
deep partisan divide has developed on issues related to
Israel/Palestine here in the US. Among Democrats and
independents, Sanders not only can call the Israeli gov-
ernment racist, press for greater recognition of
Palestinian suffering, and propose that aid to Israel be
conditioned on Israel’s human rights policies - he can
get loud audience approval for these critical comments.

Sanders, once alone, among Democratic candidates
willing to take a tough position on Israel, has this year,
been joined by a few other leading Democratic candi-
dates, including Senator Elizabeth Warren, and Mayor
Pete Buttigieg. They know that there is strong voter
support for this position and very little support for a
hardline pro-Israel view. There is interesting evidence
for the lack of Democratic voter tolerance for strident
pro-Israel policies, in the strange behavior of a pro-
Israel “dark money” group - Democratic Majority for
Israel (a group funded by a collection of AIPAC donors
and board members). 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

Men and youths dance as they celebrate the first day of ‘reduction in violence’ agreed between the Taleban, US and Afghan forces in Kandahar province yesterday. — AFP 

China’s couriers 
take hands-off 
approach amid virus 

China’s armies of racing, swerving motorcycle deliv-
erymen have been hailed as saviours during the
coronavirus crisis, keeping shut-in citizens fed and

stocked up. But it’s come with major adjustments for couri-
ers like Gao Yuchao. A Shanghai driver for leading meal
take-out service ele.me, Gao’s job has changed: His tem-
perature is taken several times daily at restaurants and
delivery points, he wears not one but two masks for pro-
tection, and frequently disinfects his delivery box. 

Gone is the routine hand-off to hungry customers -
ele.me and other platforms have moved to “contactless”
delivery to guard against infection, dropping parcels off
outside gated communities due to paranoia over the virus.
“We’re not safe for them. It’s understandable that some
people have courier-phobia,” said Gao, 30. “It’s more pro-
tective and hygienic for everyone.”

Tens of millions have been effectively quarantined in
the virus epicentre in central China, but communities
across the country also have adopted strict curbs on
movement and access to arrest the contagion’s spread.
The economy has been impacted across the board,
including hugely popular food-delivery platforms. Yet
despite reduced volumes, uniformed drivers have
remained among the most visible sights on otherwise

emptied streets. State-controlled media have praised
them as “heroes” keeping the economy - and people -
on life support.

Hands-off approach 
In the city of Wuhan where the virus first emerged and

which remains under strict quarantine, couriers have
reportedly pitched in to take hospital staff to work or
deliver medical supplies and groceries, drawing nation-
wide kudos. Ele.me rival Meituan launched no-contact
delivery in Wuhan on January 26, later rolling it out across
the country. McDonald’s, KFC, and Starbucks are among
the major players to follow suit. Couriers arrive at pre-
determined locations then step back as customers pick up
their dinner.

Delivery riders typically provide a card listing the tem-
peratures of all those involved in cooking, packing, and
delivery, and stating whether the courier’s equipment had
been disinfected that day. The anxiety is sometimes palpa-
ble. Gao says some customers, hearing his footsteps, have
shouted at him to leave the food and back off. Some couri-
ers were reportedly diagnosed with the virus in parts of
the country, sparking fear among delivery company work-
ers and their customers.

Buying habits also have changed, with customers shift-
ing from prepared take-out meals to groceries and
hygiene supplies. E-commerce giant JD.com has said sales
of rice, dairy and fresh produce have surged, and that
shipments of sterilizing alcohol leapt 20-fold since the
virus outbreak exploded in late January. Meituan has said
sales of staples like rice, flour, cooking oil, and produce
have soared while face masks have become the platform’s

best-seller. A Beijing official said approximately 20,000
people were delivering an average of more than 400,000
orders daily in early February. In big cities like Shanghai,
many restaurants remain closed to normal business, offer-
ing only takeout to prevent gatherings of people, and visi-
tors to many communities pass entrances lined with bags
of foods or large bottles of water waiting to be claimed.
Millions are beginning to trickle back to work in major
cities after being stranded in hometowns during the Lunar
New Year holiday, and Gao said things were slowly return-
ing to normal. “Now the situation is getting better.
Anyway, I need to get out and make money.” — AFP 

Medical workers wear protective clothing as a preventive
measure against the COVID-19 coronavirus as they pick up
packages from a courier outside the Peking University
People’s Hospital in Beijing on Friday. — AFP 


